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To the people who choose to do the right thing, despite the rules.










  
  
Chapter 1




Shivai lifted her swords with an effort, blinking sweat out of her eyes. Tsivor was pushing her hard, his blades whirling. She ducked another of his blows, swinging her sword up when he trapped it in both of his and wrenched it out of her hand. 

“No!” he shouted. “You’ve dropped the off blade again. How many times do I have to tell you to stop doing that?”

Shivai stepped back, panting, and picked up her sword. “I’m sorry, Tsivor.”

“You cannot fight without thinking, Shivai. You got distracted again, I can tell.” He sounded disappointed rather than angry.

There was nothing else she could say. They had been trying to eradicate that bad habit for weeks now, and she had been repeating that error numerous times. How could she keep neglecting the off blade?

“Let’s do one more round, I want you to replace that body memory with a better one.” Tsivor lifted his swords again, and so did Shivai, wearily.

Of course, he made her use the off blade now, coming at her from the left, pushing her just as hard as ever. She kept fighting, kept blocking and slashing even though her breath came in harsh pants now, even though her arms hurt with every move.

Finally, she managed to break through one of his blocks and stopped her blade a finger-width away from his throat. He stepped out of the fight and gave her a nod.

“That was much better. Go through this in your memory and set it in your mind.”

“Yes, Tsivor. Thank you.” She bowed to her teacher, as was customary at the end of a fencing lesson.

He sheathed his swords and smiled, clearly no longer her trainer but becoming her friend again. “Clean up and come over for dinner. Amalia has promised to make one of her roasts.”

“That sounds lovely.” She smiled back, relieved he wasn’t holding her mistakes against her.

“See you then.”

Shivai watched him leave their practice field and head downhill, towards the house where Tsivor lived with his human wife. Not that she understood what he saw in Amalia. She was small, weak and soft, unlike Terragons. And she would never be able to fly.

Still mulling that over, she went to her quarters in the castle that stood on the edge of the island, overlooking the straits. A bath to soak away the aches in her muscles would have been nice, but carrying and heating the water wasn’t something she wanted to do. Life was rather primitive on Earth, and there were times she regretted her somewhat spontaneous decision to follow Tsivor here. But he was the best teacher she could get, at least for now.

While she washed the sweat off her skin, she pondered what she could do to earn forgiveness, and then pushed those thoughts away. Finally, she dunked her head into the basin, getting the dust out of her hair. Feeling better, she walked out on the battlements, letting the wind dry her wild hair. It was so tempting to shift and ride the updraft in her dragon form, but Tsivor had strictly forbidden her to do so.

She was inclined to obey, simply because he had been the only one willing to take her on after that disaster. Annoyed, she shook her head, trying to let go of those thoughts. It had been a good day, the sun was setting in a riot of colors, and she had to admit that Earth had its moments.

Not much later, she walked down the same winding path that Tsivor had taken, gathering what patience she could find. Amalia wasn’t unkind, but she doted on her husband and usually ignored Shivai. Not that they had anything to talk about anyway.

She was greeted by the squalling of a baby and remembered that Amalia had become a mother not that long ago. To her surprise, Tsivor was holding the infant against his shoulder, patting the baby’s back. It burped twice, spilling white liquid on a cloth her teacher wore over his shirt, clearly prepared for this mishap.

“There,” he said, his voice softer than Shivai had ever heard it. “Now you can sleep, little Grygor.” He looked up and met her eyes with a smile.

It was touching, she had to admit it. The baby looked somewhat cute and now that it was no longer screaming, she was willing to tolerate its presence.

Baffled, she watched Tsivor carry the baby over to a small box on rockers and gently lay it down. Then he removed the wet towel, sat at the table and kept that box rocking with a well-placed toe.

“Do sit down, Shivai. I realize you’re not used to babies. I wasn’t either, until he arrived.” He smiled quite fondly at the sleeping infant.

“Grygor has the best father in the world,” Amalia said, carrying a tray with plates and bowls stacked on it. “Here, Tsivor. I’ll just get the roast and then you can carve it.”

As graceful as ever, her teacher stood, set the table and returned to rocking the baby box, looking completely comfortable with those chores.

Shivai managed not to shake her head. Instead, she sat down and watched Amalia bring over the roast. While Tsivor carved it expertly, his wife poured water and then smiled at Shivai.

“Would you mind serving yourself? I never know how much people might want to eat.”

“Of course I don’t mind.” At least this was in line with customs on Terragon. She gratefully placed some food on her plate, just before Tsivor snagged a slice of the roast with the tip of the carving knife and dumped it on top of her food. He grinned at her surprised look.

“Eat, Shivai. You earned your food today.”

She didn’t think she had, not with repeating that awful mistake she kept making, but she also wouldn’t refuse good food. And this meal smelled delicious.

Amalia sat, folded her hands and bowed her head. “May the good Lord bless this meal,” she said, and Tsivor repeated the gesture. Shivai watched, not used to prayers over a meal. Customs on Earth were sometimes very strange.

“Enjoy the meal.” Amalia’s smile included Shivai.

The evening passed pleasantly enough and Shivai left later than she had planned, walking up the steep path to the old castle and her quarters. She sank into her bed feeling full and grateful that Tsivor had not mentioned her failures once during all their chatting.

How had she even deserved his friendship?

She fell asleep easily enough, after such a good meal and more than a few glasses of wine. Tomorrow was a rest day, a Sunday as the people here called it.









